A comparison of alcohol-positive and alcohol-negative trauma patients.
Hospital admission for an alcohol-related traumatic injury may offer a "teachable moment" to address a patient's alcohol problem. Although trauma teams provide a number of other health-related services, there may be characteristics of alcohol-positive victims that act as barriers toward providing alcohol counseling. The purpose of this study was to compare the characteristics and hospital outcomes of trauma patients who tested positive for alcohol at the time of hospital admission with those who did not. This information is useful for planning interventions and referrals for treatment. The study was a retrospective comparison of alcohol-positive and alcohol-negative patients who were admitted for at least 48 hours to a Level-I trauma center. Data from 1,049 trauma victims (736 male, 742 alcohol-negative) were abstracted from clinical records. Several characteristics were found to be associated with alcohol-related injuries: being male, aged 40 years or less, having a toxicology screen positive for illicit drugs, lacking health insurance, being indigent and sustaining an injury related to violence. Alcohol-positive patients were also found to spend fewer days in a critical care unit, to be less likely to die and to be less likely to be transferred to another hospital than alcohol-negative patients, despite having similar injury severity. Patient characteristics suggest that there are obstacles to providing interventions and referrals by healthcare professionals for victims of alcohol-related injuries. Less expensive options that consider the demographic features of this patient population need to be developed as an alternative to expensive, professional interventions.